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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain's oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language's finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today's leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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      On the flight down from Florida I talked with my seat companion – or to be more exact he talked at me. He was a European-born
         Jew in his middle fifties, whose family had been thrown out by a Nazi invasion early in World War Two, but although he was
         very proud of the fact that he spoke with a European accent and said so at least a dozen times – ‘You have noticed my accent,
         of course!’ – I didn’t manage to establish his actual place of origin.
      

      
      He had not been ‘home’ for four years, and in fact appeared to have spent much more time in the States than he had in Aguazul,
         but there was no questioning his fervour for his adopted country. He insisted on addressing the air hostess in ludicrously
         bad Spanish – worse even than mine – although on this route, of course all the hostesses spoke English, Spanish and Portuguese
         with equal fluency. And when the plane was circling in towards landing, he almost climbed into my lap in an effort to point
         past me through the port and indicate locations of interest in Vados.
      

      
      Eventually the air hostess commanded him sternly – in English – to fasten his seat-belt. I think it was more the fact that
         she addressed him in a ‘foreign’ language than the actual order which made him calm himself and sit down. After that, I was
         able to close my mind if not my ears to his glowing descriptions.
      

      
      I forbore to tell him (it would have been very unkind) that although I had never set foot in Vados I almost certainly knew
         more about the city than he did – more indeed than any of its citizens who hadn’t deliberately tramped the streets for a week
         on end, exploring and observing. I knew that ten years or so before they had gone to a barren, rocky stretch of land and decreed
         that there should be a new capital city; they had built roads and put wild mountain torrents into concrete conduits and hoisted solar electricity generators into the surrounding
         hills, first on muleback and then by helicopter into places where even a mule could not scramble. Now it was a flourishing
         city of half a million people.
      

      
      I had studied the essential structure of the city, too: developed organically from three gigantic arteries – six-lane super
         highways with ten-foot shoulders clear from Astoria Negra and Puerto Joaquin on the coast, and Cuatrovientos, the oil centre
         on which the wealth of Aguazul – and therefore the city – was ultimately based.
      

      
      But, looking down on the reality as the plane nosed towards the airport cut in the mountainside, I felt a stir of my seat-companion’s
         excitement.
      

      
      For I suppose I had never before seen anything so completely of the twentieth century.

      
      ‘Ten years ago,’ I said to myself, ‘this was wasteland. Scrub. Rock. And now look at it.’ A shiver of awe clambered down my spine. My feelings must have shown in my expression, for companion chuckled.
      

      
      ‘Magnífico, no?’ he said with a smirk of satisfaction as though he himself had been responsible for the graceful towers, the splendid
         avenues, the richly flowering parks.
      

      
      It did indeed look magnificent. But – if it was as good as it looked, I wouldn’t have been here. I hesitated over whether
         or not I should try and explain, and in the end said nothing.
      

      
      When we parted in the customs hall of the air terminal, my temporary acquaintance insisted on shaking my hand and giving me
         his card. The name on it was Flores, with an address on Madison Avenue and another right here in Vados.
      

      
      Flores. Blum? I wondered. Rosenblum? Possibly; the intervening years had smoothed out his vaunted European accent till it was cosmopolitan, featureless.
      

      
      He was torn between a desire to continue bragging of his adopted homeland to a stranger, and the wish to take his place in
         the citizens’ line at the customs desk, asserting his national rights. In the end the latter pull triumphed. But before we
         separated his hand shot out and indicated a picture placed – not conspicuously, but visibly – behind the customs officers.
      

      
      ‘That’s a great man!’ he said impressively. ‘The man they named Vados for, of course. El Presidente!’
      

      
      I was apparently the only alien aboard the plane this flight, and, as happens most places these days, the natives received
         precedence. I went to a bench across the narrow hall and lit a cigarette, composing myself to wait.
      

      
      The hall was quiet, lined with sound-absorptive material; although the sun beat down pitilessly on the grey concrete of the
         runways outside, in here it was cool. The light came through high green louvres, and not a single fly buzzed through the still
         air. That in these latitudes was an achievement.
      

      
      I occupied myself by looking at the picture. It was not only that I was interested in the appearance of a man who could have
         a city called after him in his own lifetime, and a capital city, moreover. He was also indirectly my new employer. Officially,
         I would be responsible to the Ciudad de Vados city council, but Vados was mayor of the city as well as president of the republic,
         and from everything I had heard it seemed that what he said was what counted.
      

      
      The portrait – which of course had no caption – showed el Presidente in a plain white suit. A narrow black tie seemed to cut his chest into equal halves. His heavy-set body was carried erectly,
         in a military posture; he gave the impression of tallness, and I knew he was in fact over six feet. He had been taken gazing
         directly into the camera, and so directly at me where I sat studying him. The picture was very well done and suggested a certain
         immediacy of presence. His face was rather pale in contrast to his thin black moustache and smooth dark hair. He grasped a
         gold-knobbed swagger cane in both hands as if intending to twist the ends in opposite directions and make it as spiral as
         a piece of sugar-candy.
      

      
      Juan Sebastian Vados. A lucky man; an astute man. And, Flores had claimed, a great man. Certainly a brilliant one: for more
         than twenty years now he had ruled Aguazul, and he had prosperity and contentment to show for it – not to mention Ciudad de
         Vados, the greatest showpiece of all.
      

      
      I grew aware that I was being beckoned. I dropped my cigarette in a sand-bowl and crossed the resilient floor to the customs desk. A porter trundled my bags down a roller conveyor to within reach of the official who had waved to me. This was
         a swarthy man in a severe black uniform with silver rank badges; his fingers were discoloured with the blue chalk used for
         okaying passengers’ bags.
      

      
      He glanced down at the passenger manifest and said in a bored tone, ‘Quiere Vd. decirme su nombre?’
      

      
      ‘Me llamo Boyd Hakluyt,’ I told him, reaching into my pocket for my passport. ‘Habla Vd. inglés?’
      

      
      He put his elbow on the desk-top, hand outstretched. ‘Sí,’ he agreed. ‘The señor is Norteamericano?’
      

      
      ‘No, Australian. But I’ve been in the States for some time.’

      
      His eyebrows arched a little as he studied my Australian passport. Quite probably he hadn’t seen one before. ‘And what is
         it brings the señor to Aguazul?’ he asked as though genuinely interested. ‘Tourism, yes?’
      

      
      He took up the stub of blue chalk lying nearest his hand and began to move it towards my bags. I told him no, in fact I was
         working in Vados as of the following day.
      

      
      His eyes narrowed a very little. The hand with the chalk stopped an inch from the first bag. ‘So?’ he said. ‘And what is the
         señor’s profession?’
      

      
      ‘I’m a traffic analyst,’ I answered. ‘I specialize in such problems as how to get cars moving faster in busy streets, how
         to prevent people blocking the exits at subway stations –’
      

      
      He nodded impatiently. ‘Comprendo,’ he snapped, as if I had implied he was of inferior intelligence. ‘And what do you do here in Vados?’
      

      
      ‘I’m supposed to suggest a solution to a traffic problem.’

      
      This was factually accurate, and as I said it I felt again a tingle of excitement – the same excitement that I had felt on
         first being assigned the job. Perhaps it wasn’t so much simple excitement as a sense of being awarded an accolade – Ciudad
         de Vados was more than a brand-new city in the circles where I worked; it was a byword for ultimate achievement in city planning
         and traffic analysis. And to be chosen to improve on near-perfection was a kind of climax to a career.
      

      
      Of course, it was to be expected that improvement had now become possible; it was twelve years since the plans had been approved, and there had been progress in that time. More to the point, the finest analog computers in the world couldn’t get
         all the bugs out of a traffic plan – experiment was the only way of establishing where faults might lie.
      

      
      And yet …

      
      The customs officer seemed to be affected by the same kind of puzzlement as I. But he had a way of resolving it. He tossed
         the chalk in the air and as it fell closed his hand around it with a gesture of finality. ‘I shall require to examine your
         baggage, señor Hakluyt,’ he said.
      

      
      I sighed, wondering what had made him change his mind. But experience had taught me it was always quicker not to raise objections.
         So I said only, ‘Everything I have with me is my personal property, and I checked with your consulate in Miami to make sure
         I wasn’t bringing any proscribed items.’
      

      
      ‘Puede ser,’ he answered noncommittally, and took my keys.
      

      
      He asked questions about almost everything he found, but it was the quantity of clothing I had with me which he harped on
         most. He kept trying to insist that I could not possibly need everything I had brought; again and again I had to explain that
         my work often took me out on highway and other construction projects where there were no laundry facilities, and if I was
         to dress reasonably well I had to bring as much as this.
      

      
      ‘Señor Hakluyt, then, is a very wealthy man?’ he pressed, altering his line of attack.

      
      I resisted the growing temptation to make a smart crack in reply, and shook my head.

      
      ‘The señor is not wealthy and yet has so much baggage,’ he said, as though propounding a major philosophical paradox to himself.
         ‘Will the señor tell me at what rate he is to be paid for the work he does in Vados?’
      

      
      That was a little too much. ‘Is it any of your business?’ I countered.

      
      He showed his teeth, with the air of a card-player producing a fourteenth trump. I disliked him intensely from that moment
         on. ‘Señor Hakluyt is perhaps not aware that I am a police officer,’ he purred. ‘But I am – and it is therefore illegal to
         refuse an answer to any question I may put.’
      

      
      
      I gave ground. ‘I’m being paid twenty thousand dolaros and expenses,’ I said.

      
      He pushed down the lid on the last of my bags and slashed crosses on each item with the blue chalk. Then he dusted his hands
         off against each other in a way that suggested he was getting rid of something more than just smears of chalk. ‘It is to be
         hoped, then, that the señor is generous with his money,’ he said. ‘Perhaps it is there, the reason why he is not already wealthy
         man.’
      

      
      He turned on his heel and stalked away.

      
      The examination had taken so long that the airline buses had all left for the centre of town. I dug in my inadequate knowledge
         of Spanish and managed to persuade a porter to call me a cab and load my bags on to it while I went to a change booth and
         turned a few dollars into a supply of dólaros – crisp new red-and-yellow paper bearing portraits of el Presidente, nominally at par to the United States dollar but worth in actual purchasing power about eighty-five cents. They were a monument
         to one of Vados’s first great achievements – the major currency reform he had carried through a year after coming to power.
         It was said that he had called his new monetary unit the dólaro in the hope that it would become as hard a currency as its North American original; by Latin American standards, he had worked
         miracles in even approaching this goal.
      

      
      When I came to tip the porter who’d called my cab, I remembered what the customs officer had said about being generous with
         my money. By way of experiment I gave him two dolaros, and looked for a reaction. There wasn’t one. He probably thought I
         was a tourist who couldn’t be bothered keeping track of foreign currency because he subconsciously felt it wasn’t real money
         anyway. I tried to shrug the whole thing off.
      

      
      However, it wasn’t until the cab was on its way down from the mountainside airport that the matter was driven to the back
         of my mind. The road swung round in a wide quarter-circle to ease the sharp descent into Vados, and since the air was clear
         and the sun was shining brilliantly I had a perfect bird’s-eye view out over the area. I could even make out Puerto Joaquin,
         forty-odd miles distant, as a dark blur where the land merged into the ocean.
      

      
      
      But after a superficial glance around, I didn’t again trouble to look so far away. I was too fascinated by Ciudad de Vados
         in the immediate foreground.
      

      
      There was an impressive quality about the city which no amount of maps and plans had been able to convey to me. Without the
         distraction of Flores importuning me to look at things I was able to soak up the true magnificence of it all.
      

      
      Somehow – it was hard to define how – those who had planned this city had managed to give it an organic vitality akin to that
         of a giant machine. There was a slumbering controlled power which could be felt, implying business to be done; yet it was
         matched by a functional perfection that meant economy, simplicity, unity without uniformity. Just about everything, in fact,
         that idealistic city-planners had ever hoped for.
      

      
      I told the cab-driver to pull off the road for a moment, and got out to stare down through the limpid air from the edge of
         a bushy bluff. I recognized almost everything I could see: residential there, business there, government offices there, the
         parks, the museums, the opera house, the four great plazas, the viaducts carrying the superhighways.
      

      
      Fantastic. On the surface, not a single flaw.

      
      I stayed long enough on the bluff to smoke half a cigarette; then I went back to the cab and told the driver to take me into
         town. I went on staring out of the window as we hurried down the mountainside.
      

      
      Then something came between the window and the view, and I turned my head barely in time to see a sort of shack parked – it
         didn’t look substantial enough for one to say it was built – alongside the road. I had no chance to take in details, but that didn’t matter; fifty yards further on there was another,
         and then a whole cluster of them – matchboard shanties roofed with flattened oildrums, their walls made gaudy here and there
         by advertising placards, ragged washing hung out to dry between them on poles and strings. Naked or nearly naked children
         played around the huts in company with straggly roosters, goats and the odd emaciated piglet.
      

      
      I was so taken aback I had no chance to order the driver to stop again before the road straightened for its final nosedive
         into Vados proper. But as we passed the gate of the first real house on the outskirts – it was a handsome colonial-style villa set among palms – saw a peasant family trudging up the hill:
         father carrying a bundle on the traditional strap around his forehead, mother with one child in her arms and another wearily
         plodding at her heels. They paid the cab no attention as it hummed past, except to screw up their eyes against dust.
      

      
      A memory filled my mind suddenly: the memory of a man I had met while working on the clearance of an industrial slum-area.
         He had been born there; he had been lucky enough to climb out of it and all that it implied. And he had said, as we talked
         about what was being abolished. ‘You know, I always knew it wasn’t permanent. That was what enabled me to get the hell out,
         when other people gave up. Because it was a shock to me every time I saw a paving-stone taken up, to find that there was earth
         underneath – the aboriginal dirt. Most of the time the town seemed so implacable, so solid and squat and loathsome – but whenever
         I was reminded that the earth was underneath, I managed to see through the façade, and go on fighting.’
      

      
      It was as though cold water had been thrown in my face. I suddenly saw a possible explanation of why I was here. And – in
         the most peculiar way – the explanation frightened me.
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      The layout of Ciudad de Vados was so straightforward and logical it would probably have been impossible for a cabby to try
         taking even a complete stranger by a roundabout route. Nonetheless, force of habit and professional interest made me follow
         the track of my cab on a mental map, at the same time as I studied the buildings and the people on the streets.
      

      
      With the twentieth-century homogenization of culture, most of the route we took could have been approximated in any large
         city in the Americas or Western Europe, aside from obvious differences such as the language on the street-signs and the frequent
         appearance of priests and nuns in their religious habits. Here a trio of pretty girls in new summer frocks stood waiting for a cross-town monorail; the high platform was windy,
         and their skirts whirled as they laughed and chattered. Below, a thoughtful youth in an open convertible eyed them with careful
         consideration; a few yards away two respectable women debated whether to be more disapproving of the girls for being attractive
         or the boy for being attracted.
      

      
      Huge stores, designed according to modern sales promotion techniques, proffered their goods; money flowed like a river over
         their counters. The cars and cabs whirled forward; despite the fact that the traffic flow was nowhere near its theoretical
         optimum, there were still fifty per cent fewer traffic holdups than I had ever seen before in a city this size. Bright clothes
         and bright faces on the sidewalks; bright sunlight on the bright light walls of the tall buildings and on the clean – incredibly
         clean – streets.
      

      
      I looked around, and the buildings said proudly, ‘Prosperity!’ The laughter on the faces of youths and girl said, ‘Success!’
         The satisfied look of businessmen said, ‘Progress!’
      

      
      But even in that moment, in my first hour in Vados, I found myself wondering what the peasant family would have answered,
         trudging up the hill towards their shanty-town.
      

      
      My hotel – the Hotel del Príncipe – was on the Plaza del Sur, one of the four main squares of Ciudad de Vados. The square
         had been named unimaginatively enough after the four points of the compass. We were nearing the end of the trip when that
         part of my mind which had been following our route on an imaginary map warned me that we had taken a wrong turn at a traffic
         signal. I was leaning forward to remonstrate with the driver, when I saw that the whole stream of cars and other vehicles
         was being diverted from the entrance to the Plaza del Sur. I caught one glimpse of the palms and flowers in the park-like
         centre of the square, and then the cab pulled in at the side of the road and the driver reached for a cigarette.
      

      
      I asked him what was happening; he shrugged an enormous and expressive Latin American shrug.

      
      ‘No tengo la culpa,’ he said defensively, but giving one brief glance at the meter clocking up my fare. ‘It isn’t my fault.’
      

      
      I opened the window and craned my head around. An excited crowd (but where in Latin America is a crowd not excited?) had gathered
         at the entrance to the square. It had a holiday atmosphere about it, for peddlers were going to and fro with tamale wagons
         and trays of knick-knacks, but it was plain from the many parked trucks and cars bearing the neatly lettered word POLICÍA that there was nothing festive about whatever had happened.
      

      
      After a few minutes a line of police appeared from inside the square and began to disperse the crowd with extravagant waves
         of their long white batons. My driver snuffed his cigarette out, carefully returning the unfinished butt to his pocket, and
         pulled the wheel hard down. We crossed the road to an accompaniment of other cars’ brakes shrieking, and entered the square.
      

      
      Though there were still many people on the gravel walks between the trees, there was no sign of anything police might have
         been needed to break up. The single indicative point was that a man in a shabby cotton uniform – a municipal street cleaner,
         perhaps – was going carefully about picking up bits of paper that looked like leaflets and stuffing them in a long grey bag.
      

      
      The cab rolled around the square to the Hotel del Príncipe, a white and bronze building with a kind of loggia along its line
         of frontage, and three shallow steps underlining the effective façade. There were three doors of plain glass in the glass
         face of the loggia; the cab halted before the first of them.
      

      
      Instantly a trio of ragged youths and one ragged girl, who had been squatting on the sidewalk with their backs against the
         hardboard side of a portable news kiosk, eyes screwed up against the sun, bounced to their feet. They attempted to open the
         door, get my bags out, shine my shoes and show me the way up the hotel steps, all the time keeping one palm free and poised
         to catch money if it flew in their direction. The cab driver didn’t move from his seat; he merely spat into the gutter, making
         the act convey a whole bookful of disgusted annoyance.
      

      
      At the head of the steps a majestic commissionaire turned towards the commotion. He summed it up in a glance and sent the ragged children running with some awful and probably obscene threat in a raucous voice and coarse accent. Then he walked
         down and opened my door.
      

      
      ‘Buenos días, señor,’ he said affably, but this time in so polite and polished a voice I gave him a sharp stare, almost not believing this could
         be the same man. ‘Es Vd. el señor Hakluyt?’
      

      
      I agreed that I was, and paid the driver, giving him a tip which proved large enough to startle him out of his seat and help
         the hotel bellhop with my bags. I looked round the plaza again.
      

      
      ‘What was going on here just now?’ I demanded. ‘Why had they closed the square to traffic?’

      
      The commissionaire interrupted himself in the middle of instructing the bellhop. He turned a cool and sardonic eye on me.
         ‘I do not know, señor,’ he said. ‘It cannot have been of much importance.’
      

      
      From which, naturally. I deduced that it was of very great importance – sufficiently so to make a bad impression on a new
         arrival. I reminded myself to find out at the earliest opportunity what it was.
      

      
      I checked into my room. which was high up in the building and had a good view on the side away from the square. The first
         thing I had to do was phone the City Council offices and make an appointment to see the head of the traffic department the
         following morning; the second was to clean up after the trip and change clothes; and the third was to do nothing at all for
         the rest of the day. In my sort of work, at the beginning of a new job it’s usually essential to spend up to fourteen hours
         a day on absorbing facts and impressions; I might as well make the most of my last chance to relax and be idle.
      

      
      The bellhop unpacked my bags quickly and efficiently while I was making my appointment; a couple of times when he came to
         items he did not recognize, like my theodolites and my portable analog computer he crossed the room and held them mutely before
         me, asking with his eyes where he should put them. I indicated that he should dump them on the bed. After he had gone, I gave
         them a quick inspection to make sure they had suffered no damage on the way.
      

      
      
      When I was through, I went down to the lounge in search of a drink and a comfortable chair.

      
      The lounge was large and pleasant. The architect’s fancy had led him to ornament it with palms and colourful-leaved creepers
         growing inside glass pillars; aside from that, the décor was mainly black and white, repeating a motif which appeared explicitly
         in the low tables whose tops were inlaid with a chequered pattern. I’d been staring for some time at the table beside my own
         chair, but it was not until I noticed that a man and woman sitting a few feet from me were brooding over a set of pieces in
         play that I realized the pattern was actually a chessboard, eight by eight and intended to be used.
      

      
      Once my attention was caught, the imperious presence of the woman held it. She could have been any age from thirty to fifty;
         her face was an almost perfect oval, disturbed – but not marred – by a sharp and determined chin, and framed by sleek shining
         black hair. I could not see what the colour of her eyes was; they were shaded as she looked down at the game by sweeping long
         lashes. She wore a straight dress of a rich dark red; the slimness of her bare arms and the fine carving of her face suggested
         that the slenderness of her figure would be natural, not dieted down. She was tanned to a gold almost as rich as the gold
         of the watch on her wrist, and those two together suggested great wealth and much leisure. In the slim hand with which she
         moved her pieces she had a black Russian cigarette, unlit.
      

      
      She played well, with a straightforward directness in attack that had already got her opponent into serious difficulties.
         I shifted a little in my chair to follow the play.
      

      
      I had been watching for several minutes when a waiter came to call the opponent to the phone. He stood up and excused himself,
         not – so I thought – without some relief, and the woman nodded to him and sat back in the chair. At last the thin cigarette
         went to her lips, and she picked up a black handbag to open it and find a lighter.
      

      
      The fact that I was holding mine before her, open and lit, did not surprise her in the least. I guessed that in her cosmos
         automatic attention of this kind was predictable. She put her cigarette to the flame, let smoke curl from her nostrils, and looked up at me. Her eyes were violet.
      

      
      ‘Gracias,’ she said pleasantly.
      

      
      A hovering waiter came up with a tray, and was on the point of removing the chessmen; she stopped him with a gesture and waved
         her hand over the board. ‘Would you care to complete the game?’ she suggested to me.
      

      
      I smiled and shook my head. White was too near defeat for any attempt at salvage.

      
      She indicated to the waiter that he should take the pieces away after all, and continued the gesture as an invitation to me
         to take the chair opposite her.
      

      
      ‘The señor is a stranger in Vados,’ she said factually. ‘And it is probably his first visit.’

      
      ‘Quite right. But is it so obvious?’

      
      ‘Oh, indeed. From your expression. You seemed surprised a little to find that these chessboards were for use.’

      
      I wondered how she had contrived to study me closely enough to notice that, and shrugged. ‘I was, a little,’ I acknowledged.

      
      ‘But this is a thing you find everywhere in Vados; indeed throughout the country. It is perhaps our national game so much
         as it is of the Russians, let us say.’ As though mention of the name had reminded her, she took another draw on her Russian
         cigarette and tapped the first ash into a tray on the table. ‘It is of course a dream of our president that one day such another
         as the Cuban Capablanca should be found here in Ciudad de Vados. For that reason we play from childhood.’
      

      
      ‘Is Vados himself a chess-player, then?’ I inquired, more for conversation’s sake than out of any real interest.

      
      ‘Oh, indeed!’ She seemed surprised that I asked the question. ‘He is, they say, very good at the game. You play yourself,
         perhaps?’
      

      
      ‘Badly. But I do play.’

      
      ‘Then if the señor is staying here, he must do me the honour of a match some time. May I be acquainted with the señor’s name?’

      
      I gave it, and she repeated it thoughtfully. ‘Hakluyt. A famous name. I am Maria Posador,’ she added, as though by afterthought.

      
      
      A few more trivialities disposed of, I managed to ask what had been going on in the square when I arrived this afternoon,
         and she smiled.
      

      
      ‘That is a feature of our life in Vados, señor Hakluyt. It is a daily occurrence.’

      
      ‘Really? I had the idea you were comparatively free from – uh – such things.’

      
      She smiled, revealing superbly regular teeth. ‘You mistake my meaning. The arrival of great numbers of police is a rarity.
         But – well, the señor has perhaps been to London?’
      

      
      ‘No, never.’

      
      ‘But you do perhaps know of a place they call the Corner of Speakers, in one of the great plazas there?’

      
      I caught on. ‘Ah, Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park. Yes, I know what you mean. Is that the sort of thing you have in the Plaza
         del Sur?’
      

      
      ‘Exactly. Only – our national temperament being what it is – our discussions sometimes grow more heated than among the phlegmatic
         English.’ She laughed; it was a mellow sound that made me think of ripe apples. ‘Each day about noon there assemble a few
         persons with ideas to preach or grievances to complain about. Occasionally tempers rise. That is all.’
      

      
      ‘And what was all the trouble about today, then?’

      
      She spread one hand, gracefully, and I had the impression that she had suddenly drawn a veil over her eyes. ‘Oh, it may have
         been one of many things – more than likely, a difference about a religious matter. I did not go to inquire.’
      

      
      She plainly preferred not to pursue the subject. I fell in with the wish, and turned back to generalities. ‘It’s very interesting
         to hear you have a Speakers’ Corner here. Is that another original notion of your president’s?’
      

      
      ‘Possibly. Or perhaps – like many of el Presidente’s more striking innovations – it was the idea of Diaz.’ The name meant nothing to me, but she went on without noticing my failure
         to respond. ‘Certainly it has proved of benefit to us all; what could be more useful than a theatre where the discontents
         of the people can be brought to light?’
      

      
      ‘Who’s Diaz?’ I asked. ‘And what makes you think this idea might have come from him? I thought Vados was the government here.’
      

      
      ‘Not at all,’ she said crisply. I had the impression that I had touched a sore spot. ‘Vados would not be the man he is without
         his cabinet, and most of all without Diaz. Diaz is the Minister of the Interior. Thus, of course, his name comes less before
         the public than does Vados’s; outside Aguazul Vados’s name is known because the name of his city is known. But surely it is
         obvious that the strongest ruler depends on the strength of his supporters.’
      

      
      I agreed that it was obvious, and señora Posador – though she had not mentioned her status, she wore a marriage ring – glanced
         at her little gold watch.
      

      
      ‘Well, Señor Hakluyt, it has been pleasant to speak with you. You are staying in this hotel?’

      
      I said I was.

      
      ‘Then we shall meet here again, and perhaps have that game of chess I suggested. But at this moment I fear I must go. Hasta mañana, señor!’

      
      I rose hastily and managed an awkward bow over her hand, which since she accepted automatically I took to be still customary.
         And with a final dazzling smile she was gone.
      

      
      I sat down and ordered another drink. There were only two things seriously wrong with all this. The first was that wedding
         ring; the second, the irritating fact that – although I was perfectly sure Sra Posador knew very well what had been going
         on in the plaza when I arrived – I still had not found out what it was about.
      

      
      I looked for reports in the papers the following morning, because for some reason this question went on irritating me. My
         Spanish was just about up to newspaper standard, if I took it slowly and guessed every fifth word.
      

      
      There were two important dailies in Vados: one was the government organ, Libertad, and the other an independent called Tiempo. Libertad gave only about twenty lines to the whole affair, saying that arrests had been made and that a certain Juan Tezol was due
         to appear in court today on a charge of inciting to riot. Tiempo, on the other hand, made this item the main front-page news and gave it a large spread.
      

      
      Struggling, I managed to make out that the villain of this paper’s version was not Tezol at all; it was someone called Mario
         Guerrero, who was alleged to have urged his followers to tear down Tezol’s speaker’s platform and burn the owner in the wreckage.
         The argument that had given rise to this – literally – inflammatory language didn’t seem to be religious, as Sra Posador had
         tried to make out; it must be political. But the reporters in both papers assumed their readers would be familiar with the
         background, and the details were tantalizingly inadequate for a stranger like me. There was mention of a Citizens party and
         a National party, associated with Guerrero and Tezol respectively, and so far as Tiempo was concerned the former were inhuman monsters. That was the best I could gather from the reports.
      

      
      I had been under the impression that – for a Latin American country – Aguazul was comparatively free from internal strife.
         Seemingly I was wrong. But local politics were outside my province. I brushed the matter to the back of my mind, and finished
         my breakfast. This morning I was due to start work.
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      The city administration was housed in buildings near the govment quarter, north and east of the Plaza del Sur. Since it was
         fine and warm and I had time to spare before my appointment, I decided to walk there and get a preliminary feel of the city.
      

      
      I came quickly to the central traffic intersection which lay at the focal point of the flow generated and governed by the
         four great squares. I stopped there for some time on the sidewalk, watching the vehicles move – and they did move, with no
         breaks. Ingenious use of precedence lanes and total avoidance of same-level crossing had eliminated the need for stopping
         altogether, and there wasn’t a traffic signal in sight – nothing but one bored-looking policeman filing his nails in a small
         booth high above the middle of the maze. A bright red telephone handset was his only visible equipment, connected presumably
         to the public address system whose speakers formed bulbs like coconuts on nearby lamp-posts.
      

      
      With the feeder roads for the three superhighways debouching here, and seven access roads for local traffic, pedestrians had
         to be kept well out of the way. Accordingly, there was a complex network of subways forming an underpass. After the bright
         morning sun outside, I found the mercury vapour lighting hard to adjust to at first – when I’d finally dragged myself away
         from admiring the smooth flow of traffic. Somehow I overlooked one of the direction signs, and found myself going the wrong
         way; while trying to retrace my steps, I had the first, and less pleasant, of two major surprises.
      

      
      Dodging a fat woman with a large basket on one arm and a little girl on the other, I almost tripped over a boy sitting on
         the floor.
      

      
      Between his legs rested a beautiful hand-painted Indian clay pot; around his shoulders was a handsome but threadbare serape, with the fringe of which his right hand played endlessly. He had no left hand, and his battered sombrero was tilted back
         to show that he had no left eye, either – the whole of that quarter of his face was one great weeping sore.
      

      
      Startled, I halted in mid-stride. He fixed me with his one eye and whined something in a harsh voice. I felt embarrassed and
         appalled at the sight of him, as though I had found obscene words scribbled on the Parthenon. I kept my eyes averted as I
         fumbled in my pocket and found about a dolaro and a half in odd coins which I dropped in his clay pot.
      

      
      Badly shaken, I went on my way. I had seen sights like that in India fifteen years ago, when I was first working away from
         home, although even then beggars were rapidly disappearing; I’d seen them in the U.A.R. before it quit bickering and settled
         down to clean house. But I had thought they belonged to past history.
      

      
      I had gone only a short distance farther when I felt a tap on my shoulder, and turned to find a fresh-faced young policeman
         trying to regard me sternly. He banged some quickfire Spanish at me, the thread of which I lost after two words.
      

      
      ‘No hablo español,’ I told him.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Norteamericano,’ he said with an air of having had everything explained to him. ‘The señor please not again geev – geev dinero to so kind of people.’
      

      
      ‘You mean people like that beggar-boy?’ I said, and waved in the boy’s direction to clarify my meaning. He nodded vigorously.

      
      ‘Sí sí! Not to geev to heem. We try ver’ ver’ mooch feenish so kind of people – we not want any more. Not good have in Ciudad de
         Vados,’ he added triumphantly.
      

      
      ‘You mean he’s allowed to sit there and ask for money, but it’s illegal to give him any?’ I felt slightly confused.

      
      ‘Ah, no no no no no! He seet zere, a’right. He ask for dinero, not good. Señor geev dinero, mooch bad.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ I said. I wasn’t sure that I did, completely. But they were trying to discourage beggars, that was plain. The boy
         seemed like a deserving case – still, I wasn’t prepared to take up the question of social welfare services in pidgin Spanish.
      

      
      The policeman gave me a beaming smile and went back along the subway.

      
      When I came to the next intersection, I found I’d taken a wrong turning again and would have to go back. That was how I happened to find the policeman, baton thrust against the beggar-boy’s chest, fumbling
         in the clay pot for the money I had put there. The boy was weeping and protesting.
      

      
      The policeman made certain he had all the coins and stood up. He made his baton swish through the air an inch from the boy’s
         face, yelling at him to be quiet as though he were a disobedient animal, and turned away.
      

      
      In the same instant, he saw me standing looking at him.

      
      He seemed to turn green – or perhaps that was an illusion caused by the mercury vapour lights. His mouth worked as if he were
         trying to find words to explain his action. He failed.
      

      
      When I silently put out my hand, he sheepishly dropped his plunder into it.

      
      I just stood there. After a while he gave a foolish, apologetic smile, and marched rapidly off down the passage trying to
         look as though nothing had happened.
      

      
      I put the money back in the boy’s pot and got across to him the idea that he would be better off somewhere else. Smiling and
         nodding his grotesque head, he gathered his serape around him, hid the pot under it, and shambled away.
      

      
      I had no further difficulty in finding my way to the correct exit from the subway, which brought me out on the edge of the
         Plaza del Norte. I stood there for a moment, getting my bearings by reference to the two statues in the square. One was of
         el Liberador. Fernando Armendariz, first president of the republic of Aguazul; the other – inevitably – was of Vados. Armendariz faced
         right, towards the palatial old-gold frontage of the Congress building, Vados left, towards the vast plain City Hall.
      

      
      It was only to be expected that there was a tremendous bustle of people coming and going before the City Hall – and near complete
         stillness in front of Congress.
      

      
      I had just identified the third great building that fronted on the plaza as the Courts of Justice, when there was a tug at
         my sleeve. I turned to find a small man with glasses, a notebook and a fistful of ballpens. Behind him, two identically tall
         men in dark suits watched me closely. I disliked the look of them at once – bodyguard was the word they brought to my mind.
      

      
      The small man addressed me rapidly in Spanish; it was too much for me to follow, and I said so. He laughed forcedly at his
         mistake.
      

      
      ‘It is an error of mine, señor,’ he said importantly. ‘I am asking the questions for the government, and I regret that I took
         you for a citizen.’
      

      
      ‘What questions for the government?’

      
      ‘Ah, the señor is perhaps not acquainted with some of our enlightened and progressive ideas?’ He beamed at me. ‘Why, it is
         simple. When there is a matter of public importance to be decided, we take what is called a random sampling of the people’s
         opinion.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ I nodded. This seemed much of a piece with what Sra Posador had told me yesterday about the Speakers’ Corner in the
         Plaza del Sur; it might even be another of Diaz’s ideas. Governmental public-opinion polls seemed like pretty good insurance
         for an absolute ruler, to find out which of his proposed decrees he would be unable to shove down his people’s throats.
      

      
      ‘And what’s the current survey about?’

      
      
      ‘It is on the citizenship rights in Ciudad de Vados,’ said the small man. ‘But since the señor is not a citizen, he will excuse
         me for returning to my business.’
      

      
      He bustled back importantly to the subway exit, and I saw him stop and question a pretty girl as she emerged. I wondered watching
         her, whether had I been a citizen I could have spoken my mind honestly with those two tall and menacing characters staring
         at me.
      

      
      I checked my watch and found I had spent five minutes too long on my way to the traffic department. I hurried across the Plaza
         towards City Hall.
      

      
      The head of the traffic department had signed the contract which brought me to Vados; I knew therefore that his name was Donald
         Angers, and I had naturally assumed him to be North American.
      

      
      He wasn’t. He was type-English almost to the point of affectation, and my first reaction to the discovery was to feel that
         he was almost as much out of place in Vados as the one-eyed beggar-boy.
      

      
      He studied me hard as he shook my hand, and then waved me to a chair. ‘I see you’ve caught a dose of the local mañana temperament
         already, Mr Hakluyt,’ he said, with a glance at the clock on his office wall that was just discreet enough not to be offensive.
      

      
      ‘I ran into one of your organs of government.’ I said, and told him about the public-opinion pollster. Angers gave me a thin,
         wintry smile.
      

      
      ‘Ye-es … I suppose President Vados is one of the very few people ever to have put into practice the old saw about a government
         standing or falling by its public relations.’
      

      
      He offered me a cigarette, and I accepted. ‘Is this another of Diaz’s ideas?’ I suggested as I held out my lighter.

      
      Angers hesitated momentarily before setting his cigarette to the flame. ‘What makes you think that?’ he countered.

      
      ‘It seems much on all fours with this sort of Speakers’ Corner they run in the Plaza del Sur, and a woman I met at my hotel
         last night told me that was one of Diaz’s notions.’
      

      
      Again the wintry smile, this time a little broader. ‘Yes, that’s one of the best pieces of gallery-play we have.’ He made a note on a memorandum pad before him; he used a fine-nib fountain
         pen with light blue ink.
      

      
      ‘Purely out of curiosity,’ I said, ‘what the hell was going on in the Plaza del Sur when I arrived yesterday afternoon? I
         see the papers are full of it today, but I don’t speak very good Spanish.’
      

      
      Angers drew in smoke thoughtfully, looking past me. ‘That isn’t strictly true,’ he said. ‘Tiempo played it up, as was to be expected, but they naturally magnified it out of all proportion. As it happens, though, it was
         one minor aspect of a problem with which your work here is directly involved.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Yes. I’ll brief you as well as I can. The situation’s very complex, but I can at least give you an outline at once.’ He stretched
         out a thin arm and tugged down the cord of a roller-mounted wall map on his right.
      

      
      ‘You’ve probably made yourself acquainted with the history of Ciudad de Vados?’ he added with a passing glance at me. I nodded.

      
      ‘Good. Then you’ll know it was planned about as thoroughly as a city could well be. But the human element is always the most
         difficult to legislate for, particularly when the human element concerned is not the population of the city itself, but the
         extremely baulky and obstinate native group.’
      

      
      There was a pause. I became aware that a comment was expected from me. I said, ‘This doesn’t sound much like an orthodox traffic
         problem.’
      

      
      ‘Not much in Vados is orthodox,’ said Angers pointedly. ‘As you have no doubt gathered. However, the essence of the problem is simple enough.
      

      
      ‘Vados, of course, is an exceptionally far-sighted and astute man. I believe that he had for a long time envisaged the possibility
         of building this new capital city before there was a chance of really doing it, but he was forced to admit that if he simply
         used up the funds and resources he had available in employing – uh – native talent, he would get not the handsome new town
         he hoped for, but something petty and rather squalid, like Cuatrovientos or Puerto Joaquin. You should visit those towns while you’re here, if you want to see a traffic man’s nightmare.
      

      
      ‘Well, there was one possible solution, and he rather courageously went ahead and adopted it, in face – so I’m told – of extremely
         strong opposition from Diaz and a good few of his other supporters. That was to invite anyone and everyone who could make
         a positive contribution to his new city to invest their efforts in its building. Naturally enough, he wanted the very best
         of everything, and the very best simply wasn’t to be found in Aguazul.
      

      
      ‘I myself was supervisory engineer on the road-building project between here and Puerto Joaquin, and like everyone who has
         played a major part in the creation of the city I was granted citizens’ rights and the offer of a permanent post when the
         job was over. The great majority of us took the posts we were offered, naturally; in fact, about thirty per cent of the present
         population, the most influential and important section, acquired their citizens’ rights the same way. After all, a city isn’t
         something you can put down in the middle of nowhere, fill with people and expect to run itself, is it?’
      

      
      I murmured that I supposed not.

      
      ‘Exactly. Some such scheme was essential to the success of the project. The natives could never have produced the Ciudad de
         Vados you see today without this help from outside – you take that from me.
      

      
      ‘A few years ago, however, unforeseen trouble arose. Here’s what I mean about the human element. The people of the villages
         and half-pint towns up-country from here saw this prosperous new city on their doorstep, so to speak, and decided they wanted
         to move in. Why, they argued, shouldn’t they cut a slice of this cake? Of course, to people like you and me it’s obvious why
         not, but imagine trying to explain the facts to an illiterate Indian peasant. Why, until we managed to put a stop to it recently,
         we were getting whole families moving in not only from the West Indies but even, so help me, from Hawaii! People with no more
         right to the streets of Vados than – than Laplanders!
      

      
      ‘One of the less savoury effects of this you may have noticed already – the fringe of shanty towns just outside the city boundary,
         populated by a shiftless crowd of spongers and beggars; illiterate, forming a positive cesspool of disease, contributing nothing
         to the life of Vados and expecting everything in return.’
      

      
      He was growing quite heated with the force of his expostulations. I took advantage of the fact that he seemed to have worked
         himself up to a climax and interrupted.
      

      
      ‘How exactly does this become my problem, Mr Angers?’

      
      He relaxed a little, remembered his cigarette, and knocked off its accumulated ash. ‘Well, as you can understand, we citizens
         don’t like the situation. We played an indispensable part in creating Vados, and we expect the terms of our citizens’ rights
         to be honoured. We don’t want our town smeared with patches of slum development. Matters came to a head some months ago, and
         it was obvious that something was going to have to be done – something really drastic. Diaz, who is, strictly speaking, the
         Minister to whom the various administrative departments of the city are responsible, wanted to try and integrate this new
         floating population into the town. I told him it was ridiculous, because the natives aren’t city-dwellers – they’re backward
         peasants. But Diaz is a hard-to-persuade sort of man, son of the soil and all that – I sometimes wonder, actually, whether
         he’s really superior to these people in the shanty towns, or whether he’s just more cunning. It would be hard to imagine two
         people less alike than Diaz and the President, who’s a very intelligent and cultured man. Still, I suppose it’s for precisely
         that reason that Diaz managed to make himself indispensable – the common touch, you know, and all that sort of thing.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, as it turned out, the president fortunately saw the citizens’ point of view. But it wasn’t just a matter of passing
         a few by-laws, because it’s Vados’s policy to give with one hand if he’s forced to take away with the other, and there’s no
         denying that a vocal minority exists on Diaz’s side. So the solution that was finally adopted was to re-model the “black spots”
         of Vados in such a way that the sponging existence of these people became insupportable – and at the same time to confer positive
         benefits on the whole population. There are four million dolaros at your disposal, Mr Hakluyt. I’m certain that someone of your qualifications can be relied on to produce a satisfactory solution.’
      

      
      He gave me his wintry smile again. I digested the statement he had just made in thoughtful silence.

      
      I had often quoted to people who asked me about my work the standard platitude to the effect that traffic is the lifeblood
         of the city society. I had never expected to find myself in the position of a leucocyte charged with eliminating an undesirable
         social germ from that bloodstream. Nevertheless, the idea was logical.
      

      
      And could probably be made to work.

      
      I told Angers as much, and he put out his cigarette with a nod. ‘I was fairly certain you would say so right away, Mr Hakluyt.
         Well, the next step, of course, is to make you acquainted with the various officials with whom you’ll be cooperating in addition
         to myself – the chief of police, for example, and Sr Seixas in the treasury department, and our various planning and administrative
         personnel. But before we really get stuck in, there’s one point I’ve been asked to bring to your attention, which I’m sure
         you’ll see the necessity for. I’d like to impress on you the need for you to remain absolutely detached in this matter.
      

      
      ‘You’ll probably find that I sometimes get a bit – a bit worked up, as they say. But that’s because the whole thing is pretty
         personal to me, or to any other citizen. The reason we selected you for the task – in addition to your outstanding record,
         of course – was that you’d never been to Aguazul in your life. It will be much more satisfactory for everyone concerned, and
         will cut the ground from under the feet of the people who’ve tried to oppose the plan, if we can go on pointing to your verdict
         as that of a wholly independent and disinterested expert.’
      

      
      ‘I presume,’ I said, ‘that that was why you called in an outside traffic analyst anyway, instead of having the job done by
         your own traffic department.’
      

      
      He looked slightly embarrassed, as though I had put my finger on a sensitive point, and I had a vision – so sharp it almost
         brought a smile to my lips – of the opposition he had probably put up to my being engaged.
      

      
      
      ‘Yes, of course,’ he answered with a hint of severity. ‘Well, now that I’ve made that point clear, perhaps you’ll give me
         an idea whether there’s any special equipment or assistance you’ll be needing.’
      

      
      I took a sheaf of paper from an inside pocket; I had typed it out before leaving Florida. ‘That, broadly speaking,’ I said,
         and lit another cigarette while he was running down the list.
      

      
      I’d only put down the obvious items – scraped off the top of my head – but nonetheless they added up to a respectable length.
         A car to be permanently at my disposal; an official laissez-passer in case the police got inquisitive – I’d more than once been picked up for loitering while standing at an intersection counting
         the traffic flow; the use of an office in the traffic department with a computer at least up to MAXIAC standard and a secretary speaking English and Spanish with equal fluency; addresses of every important organization and company
         in the city, a supply of maps, a team of qualified statisticians – borrowed if need be from a business research firm; comprehensive
         costing figures for the last half-dozen major construction jobs in Aguazul, down to hard core per cubic metre and standard-rate
         fees for demolition squads – I was always careful about this now, and had been ever since the time when, as a green novice,
         I produced a beautiful scheme for a budget of sixteen thousand pounds Australian which costed out at four hundred per cent
         over; and, not least important, English translations of all relevant by-laws and regulations governing construction work in
         Aguazul.
      

      
      Angers seemed to be favourably impressed with the comprehensive list – at any rate, his manner thawed perceptibly as the morning
         leaked away, and when we had finished going into the details of my requirements he gave me the warmest smile I had yet seen
         from him.
      

      
      ‘I can tell it’s going to be a pleasure working with you, Mr Hakluyt,’ he said confidentially. ‘You’re obviously a methodical
         man, and we appreciate that sort of thing. I don’t imagine I need refer again to the question of being detached about all
         this, do I? After all, I suppose you people down under look at things pretty much the same way as we do, really.’
      

      
      I couldn’t have thought of an adequate reply to that if I had tried for a week; fortunately he turned to his clock and stood up.
      

      
      ‘It’s about time for lunch,’ he said briskly. ‘Suppose you join me, eh? We can eat in the plaza – it’s a beautiful day.’

      
      I had a wild vision of sitting on the grass and having a picnic when Angers suggested lunching in the plaza; I should have
         guessed that his dignity implied something different.
      

      
      In actual fact, a restaurant was what we found – twenty tables for four and a complete portable kitchen, which appeared with
         near miraculous suddenness under the trees every noon and evening except when the weather forecast was bad. I learned afterwards
         that it was the most expensive place to eat in the whole of Vados, but it was extremely pleasant if you had no objection to
         being watched by groups of office workers who had come to eat their tortilla-and-frijole lunch and take their siesta on the
         benches all around the square.
      

      
      We were halfway through the main course – Angers holding forth on the history of the city again – when a stir caught my eye
         on the steps outside the Courts of Justice, which as I had previously noted also fronted on the Plaza del Norte. A tall, good-looking
         man in his forties was coming out, surrounded by a group of admirers and hangers-on. A big black car pulled up to the sidewalk
         as he descended the long half-spiral of steps that crossed the frontage of the courts; he called something to the driver of
         the car and continued across the plaza to take a table not far from where Angers and I were sitting. Here he sat down with
         three of his friends, and the waiters rushed to serve him. I noticed that whereas they were merely polite to Angers and myself,
         they were positively deferential to the new arrival.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that over there?’ I asked Angers, and he turned his head.

      
      ‘Oh, one of our most distinguished citizens! Excuse me – I must ask the result of the case. Though I’m pretty sure it was
         a foregone conclusion.’ He beckoned a waiter and gave him instructions in Spanish; the waiter crossed to the newcomer’s table,
         spoke briefly with him, and returned to us.
      

      
      ‘Excellent!’ exclaimed Angers when the waiter had conveyed his news. ‘We must have another bottle of wine on that, Hakluyt
         – it’s worth celebrating.’
      

      
      
      I reminded him delicately that I still didn’t know what he was talking about.

      
      ‘Oh, I’m terribly sorry! That’s Mario Guerrero, chairman of the Citizens of Vados. You’ll recall that our professional trouble-maker
         Tezol made himself a nuisance in the Plaza del Sur yesterday – you said you arrived in the middle of the row. Guerrero has
         just been giving evidence, because he happened to be present when it all happened, and he says Tezol was heavily fined. I
         wish they could get rid of him altogether, though.’
      

      
      ‘Who is he? Tezol, I mean.’

      
      ‘Oh, some Indian rabble-rouser from the villages, I believe. Not a citizen.’

      
      Angers raised his glass towards Guerrero, who caught the movement and inclined his head in acknowledgement, smiling.

      
      After that, Angers went on recounting the history of the city, and mainly his part in building its highways; I let the flow
         of words wash over my head, and reflected on the function of a white corpuscle.
      

      
      Somehow, the sense of elation I’d had at being invited to work in Vados was beginning to evaporate.
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      Angers, so he told me, had arranged appointments for me with the police chief – whose name was O’Rourke – and with the treasury
         department official he had previously mentioned, Seixas, who was handling the estimates for the re-planning. But these were
         not until late in the afternoon, and I saw no point in hanging around the traffic department while they got things ready for
         me; besides, I’d probably have been in Angers’s way.
      

      
      Accordingly, having finished lunch, I left him and made my way back to the Plaza del Sur to have a look at the day’s parade
         of grievances.
      

      
      The speakers were in full swing when I arrived, and some thousand-odd people were idly listening to them, or dozing on the
         ground or the benches under the palms. I dawdled through the crowd to see what the speakers’ hobby-horse might be.
      

      
      The two most heavily patronized were on opposite sides of the square: one under a Citizens of Vados banner, one a swarthy
         mulatto with a demagogue’s manner who emphasized his remarks by pounding fist into palm and who stood beneath a banner saying
         NACIONAL. 
      

      
      Beside him on his small dais, legs dangling, sat a man with a long, morose Indian face, wrapped in a gorgeous serape; he seemed to be paying no attention.
      

      
      After a while the mulatto stopped talking, there was a spatter of applause mixed with booing from the hundred or so people
         clustered in front of the dais, and a troupe of Indian musicians in traditional costume came forward and played the pipe and
         drums in an insistent, repetitive style. Obviously this was not to everyone’s taste; as I pushed forward to hear better and
         to get a sight of the players, I noticed a strange coincidence – even with my Florida tan, I was the palest among the people
         who had stayed to hear the music, whereas, on the other side of the square, where I had been at first, it was a swarthy skin
         that was a rarity. A division of sophistication, perhaps.
      

      
      A collecting-box jangled under my nose; I presumed this was for the musicians, so I thrust a folded one-dolaro bill into it.
         The man carrying the box had a face as wooden as a cigarstore Indian’s; his only reaction was to incline his head a few degrees
         forward before passing on.
      

      
      A familiar, husky voice addressed me as the collector went away.

      
      ‘Are you aware what you have just paid for, Señor Hakluyt?’

      
      I turned to see Maria Posador standing beside me. She wore narrow biscuit-coloured linen slacks today, a white tailored shirt,
         and sandals on her bare feet; she looked more dressed for an expensive holiday resort than for this crowd. Enormous dark glasses
         made her face inscrutable, and her tone of voice had been absolutely neutral.
      

      
      ‘For the musicians, I suppose,’ I said, belatedly answering her question.

      
      ‘That and other things. Indirectly, you have helped to get Juan Tezol out of an impossible situation. You have heard that
         they fined him one thousand dolaros this morning?’ She gestured at the group of people around us. ‘If you went through the pockets of all these people – those who have pockets – you would
         find perhaps one hundred dolaros.’
      

      
      I shrugged. ‘I have no great interest in the matter.’

      
      ‘No?’ The blank dark lenses searched my face. ‘You would perhaps not even recognize Tezol?’

      
      ‘I’m sure I wouldn’t.’

      
      ‘There he is, sitting like one of his ancestors’ idols on the steps of the speaker’s platform. He is wondering how the world
         can be so unjust to him. If you showed him a thousand dolaros he would be able to count them in a week – perhaps. The man
         of mixed blood who was addressing the crowd on his behalf is a certain Sam Francis. He has just assured the crowd – and I
         for one believe him – that he will not spend a cento on himself until the fine is paid. And yet there are holes in his shoes.’
      

      
      She swung around and pointed at the speaker under the Citizens of Vados banner. ‘There you see Andres Lucas, secretary of
         the Citizens party. The shoes he is wearing probably cost him fifty dolaros, and he probably has more than twenty pairs. I do not know where Guerrero is,
         their chairman.’
      

      
      ‘I do,’ I said after a pause. ‘Lunching in the Plaza del Norte.’

      
      She nodded without surprise. ‘The check there will be as much as a pair of Lucas’s shoes. You may consider you are lucky,
         señor, not to have a great interest in the matter.’ She uttered the last sentence bitingly.
      

      
      ‘I began to see what the customs officer meant,’ I murmured, and she snapped a quick ‘Who?’ at me.

      
      I explained, and she laughed without humour. ‘You may expect to find that often in Vados, Señor Hakluyt. The reason, of course,
         is that much money has already been swallowed up in this city – and while we are all proud of it, there are those here, and
         many more in Cuatrovientos and Astoria Negra and Puerto Joaquin, who think that it is about time money was spent elsewhere.
         Perhaps they are right; perhaps they are.’
      

      
      The crowd was breaking up; two men of middle age carefully carrying a chessboard with an unfinished game went past us, dispersing
         like the rest back to their work. The speakers had come down from their platforms, and energetic youths were dismantling these
         and carrying them and the banners away.
      

      
      
      We watched in silence for a few minutes. Then Sra Posador came to herself briskly. ‘Well, señor, I will delay you no longer
         – indeed I cannot, for I have an appointment. But we shall meet again, and we must have this match at chess some time. Hasta la vista!’

      
      ‘Hasta la vista!’ I echoed automatically; then she was gone, striding like a man with an air of purpose and determination across the square.
      

      
      I stayed looking thoughtfully after her until she disappeared from sight. There had been a quality of bitterness in what she
         had said about Tezol which made me revise my original assessment of her as a woman of wealth with much leisure and no more.
      

      
      Not just a person, plainly – a personality. I would have to find out more about her. And since she was not the sort of woman
         to be overlooked, almost certainly Angers would be able to tell me about her.
      

      
      There was only one thing I regretted. I had almost failed when I started out as a freelance through inability to discipline
         myself; after two false starts, I’d imposed rules on myself which included one about not chasing women while on a job, and
         now after ten or twelve years it had become second nature to me.
      

      
      Accordingly, I was making no effort at all to interest her in me.

      
      But it seemed a pity, all the same.

      
      I came back to the traffic department a few minutes ahead of time, and was shown into Angers’s office. The Englishman was
         smoking at his desk, reading through a typed report; he gestured that I should take the same chair as I had had this morning.
      

      
      ‘Won’t keep you a moment,’ he said. ‘Just got to finish this memo. Then we’ll go over to Seixas’s and get him to brief you
         on the financial side of it.’
      

      
      I nodded and sat down. A few minutes passed in silence. At length Angers folded the report, rattled its sheets together, and
         scribbled a minute on the flyleaf before ringing for a secretary to collect it and pass it on its way.
      

      
      
      ‘Fine,’ he said with a glance at the clock. ‘We only have to go next door, and I’m afraid Seixas is like too many other people
         in Vados – doesn’t know what time is, I sometimes think. Still, that’s no reason why we should be late. Let’s go.’
      

      
      We strolled through clean bright passages, out of the building and across the intervening lawns to the treasury offices. We
         were almost at the entrance when Angers said, as though struck by a sudden thought, ‘Oh, by the way, I meant to ask you –
         there’s a woman called Maria Posador who spends a lot of time around your hotel. Have you run into her?’
      

      
      Surprised, I nodded.

      
      Angers gave me his habitual wintry smile. ‘A word to the wise, and all that, then,’ he said. ‘She’s not good company.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Well … Just that maybe you oughtn’t to cultivate her acquaintance. Bear in mind what I said about remaining
         detached, won’t you?’
      

      
      I don’t think I showed it, but I found the flat, dogmatic, English way in which Angers put his warning very unpleasant. I
         said shortly, ‘Why?’
      

      
      ‘Uh –’ He ushered me forward through the revolving door of the treasury building. ‘Well, she’s a well-known local personality
         and something of an opponent of the president – it’s a long story, and I won’t go into it. Take it from me, though: if you’re
         seen about with her, it would make people assume you weren’t a disinterested outside expert.’
      

      
      ‘Well, here’s something for you to bear in mind,’ I said. ‘The best way to ensure that I stay disinterested is to treat me
         as though I am, and not to jump to the conclusion that because Sra Posador is prettier than you I’m going to take orders from
         her.’
      

      
      ‘My dear chap!’ said Angers, distressed. ‘I assure you –’

      
      ‘Forget it,’ I said.

      
      A tense silence took us into Seixas’s office, which, although basically identical with Angers’s, bore the stamp of an altogether
         different personality. Seixas, who rose from behind his desk to greet us with both hands outstretched was a stout, sweating
         man with a round red face and black hair. A large black cigar like an exclamation mark jutted up from his wide-lipped mouth; it bore the widest band I had ever seen, gaudy with gold and red. He wore a sky-blue suit and a white shirt, down the
         front of which a tie with a design of pineapples poured like an illuminated cascade. As well as the office equipment on his
         desk, there was a large jug of something sickly-looking with ice-cubes floating in it, and an enormous pin-up calendar with
         a steatopygean nude hung from the tag of the rolled-up wall map.
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